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Fred Rogers is a Presbyterian minister who created the television show “Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood.” Fred Rogers tells the story of growing up in Latrobe, Pennsylvania where people still had front porches and knew their neighbors and cared about each other’s lives.
 
He said that one of his closest neighbors was Mama Bell Frampton. “She was my grandmother’s age, and she loved children. She not only had a front porch, she had a back porch that led right to her kitchen. Every time I needed a treat, I’d knock on her back door and she’d welcome me. ‘Come for toast sticks, Freddy?’”
 
Fred said that he must have been five or six years old when Mama Bell asked if he would like her to show him how to make his own toast sticks. He quickly said yes, and Mama Bell showed him how to put the bread in the toaster and the butter and jam on the toast, and she had him practice cutting (ever so carefully) the toast into four long “sticks.” Fred said that “It seems now like such a simple thing, but now 65 years later I can still feel it—her trust in me, her encouragement, and my own pride at making those first toast sticks on my own. Mama Bell somehow sensed what I needed in order to grow.” (Fred Rogers, “Neighbor: Nourishing Our Life Together” in The Living Pulpit, July-September 2002)
 
Some people have that innate sense, the gift, to encourage us when we need it in order to keep growing. Some of us are natural encouragers. I think of Nannie Mae Herndon who died this past January. Nannie Mae was a lively 85-year old who was a force in this church. I haven’t told you before; but on many Sunday afternoons after worship, when Nannie Mae had been present, she would leave a message on my phone machine at home. In her perky voice she would say “Thank you for that sermon today. It was a good one” She would then offer some affirming word about the sermon and the service that morning. A brief comment, always an encouraging word. On most Sunday afternoons Nannie Mae’s voice would be on our home phone machine. If the kids answered, she would say, “Tell your father that he did a great job today.” I found those calls to be enormously encouraging.
 
During the few days before she died, Nannie Mae was quite weak and sleeping much of the time. At church on Sunday morning, Christine Stocks said to me, “Nannie Mae called me yesterday.” I was startled to hear this, especially since she had been so ill that she had very little energy. How was she able to make a phone call? That Sunday afternoon I went to visit Nannie Mae. She was sleeping again, but she managed to open her eyes. I said to her, “I hear that you called Christine yesterday.” She slowly turned and said, “I thought she could use a boost.” 
Nannie Mae died shortly after making that remark.
 
Nannie Mae was an encourager. She was a strong-willed encourager. Someone said to me years ago, “I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement.” Some of us may appear confident and self-assured; but inside, we all need a boost. We all need affirmation and encouragement.
 
Carlyle Marney used to speak of the term “balcony people” to refer to those people who are always up there cheering us on, offering encouragement, believing in us, and sending us positive energy. Who are your balcony people? Who are your encouragers?
 
We all need our balcony people. We all need encouragement. Paul the apostle understood that need. In his letters to the young churches in the New Testament, Paul is frequently giving encouragement. Yes, he offers some challenging words too, but he leads with encouragement: “Grace and peace to you. I thank God for each of you. I see your faithfulness, your devotion to Christ. I see your love for one another.”
 
In our text today Paul is addressing the concern that the people expected the return of Christ in the very near future. He will come again soon, so be ready. With this context Paul says, “Therefore, encourage one another, build up one another, as indeed you are doing.”
 
One of the central ministries of the church is encouragement. We know that most other agencies in this society lead primarily with demands. We approach most days aware of our obligations. Our workplaces have pressures and deadlines. Schools have requirements and high expectations. The result for many of us is daily stress and distress. Where is the one place that has the possibility of bringing encouragement? Church!
 
What do we need here in order to be encouragers? So often we feel in great need when we come here. We carry our burdens, struggles, depression. We may not have the energy to focus on another person. Instead we look for those people who give US a boost; we need new energy.
 
During my years in Atlanta I had an older friend, Mary Jo Hannaford. She and I met for afternoon tea about once a month. She had the amazing ability to focus on the person she was with. She gave me undivided attention. She talked some about herself, but most of the time she asked me questions. How is you ministry going? Where do you find renewal? What gives you joy? She listened and encouraged me.
 
I also remember a funeral service for a strong leader of another church. In the eulogy the minister said of her, “She had the ability to mirror back to you who you are.” She would say to someone, “You have the gift of hospitality.” “You have the gift of laughter.” “You have the gift of teaching.”
 
We all need encouragement, and we need encouragers in our life. I believe all of us are called to a ministry of encouragement. How do we become an encourager? We need to be around people who affirm us. We need friends who take delight in us, who build us up, who give us energy. But the primary source for our encouragement comes from the time we spend with God.
 
In his letters to the young churches in the New Testament, Paul urges the early Christians to find their True Self in God. Until we deepen our connection with God, we are focused on ourselves and our needs. We get self-absorbed, concerned mostly for our anxiety, our stress, our need. As one writer said it, “If God is not the center, YOU are burdened with being the center.” (Richard Rohr, Hope Against Darkness)
 
To find our center, we all need time for solitude and silence. 
Solitude is time alone; silence is time to listen to God. But to find solitude and silence, we have to stop running, stop the busyness and stress. We are living now in a difficult and very stressful time. We face tough economic hardships, and we face the possibility of war with Iraq. There is more stress in our social system now than in many years. Someone said, “It’s like breathing exhaust fumes, when what I need is clean, clear oxygen.” That oxygen comes from time in silence and solitude.
 
We have a greater need than ever for the breath of life, the spiritual oxygen God provides. As Augustine said it, “Our hearts are restless until they rest in God.” It is God who replenishes our spirit, who nurtures our soul, who gives us the primary inner encouragement we need.
 
From that center, this well of mercy, we are given the gifts of inner strength, inner calm. Many people have pointed out the similar instruction when you get on a commercial airplane. Before the plane leaves the runway, you hear the announcement: “If we hit severe turbulence, put the oxygen mask on yourself first, and then turn to help your family member or neighbor.”
 
When we receive replenishment from God, then we are able to reach out to others and offer encouragement. We are no longer at the center. We have emptied ourselves of our struggles and our petty concerns. We have handed them over to God. 
 
God then gives us the freedom to focus our energies beyond ourselves, to move to a wider circle of friends, to extend God’s encouragement to the person beside us, in front of us or behind us.
 
I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement. Today let us remind each other to let God replenish our spirit. Then will you allow God to use you to offer encouragement to someone nearby? 
 
It may be that God is sending you to give them a boost. And maybe that boost is exactly what’s needed to help them keep growing.
 
So may it be. Amen.
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